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V. CHEQUERED FORTUNES IN THE MIDDLE EAST
Before the outbreak of war with Italy in June, 1940, General
Wavell, Commander-iii-Chief Middle East, had available for the
defence of an area stretching east and west from Tunisia to the
Persian Gulf and north and south from the Balkans to Rhodesia,
a miscellaneously composed force of some 85,000 men, the bulk of
them in Egypt and Palestine, But with Germany the only enemy
and strong French forces on his flanks in Syria and French North
Africa, he was faced with no immediate menace. The situation
worsened dramatically with the collapse of France, which exposed
both his flanks to attack, and with the entry into the war of Italy,
who had 215,000 men assembled in Libya under Marshal Graziani
and 200,000 in Italian East Africa, under the Duke of Aosta.
Wavell thus found himself outnumbered by more than five to one.
In the Western Desert he planned that the main body (4th
Indian and yth Armoured Divisions) of the grandiloquently named
Army of the Nile, under General Wilson, should stand and fight
in front of his railhead at Mersa Matruh using light mobile forces
to delay the Italian advance up to that point. In the Sudan and
Kenya, General Platt's troops, pending the arrival of the 5th Indian
Division in mid-September, were to confine themselves to an
active defence of the frontiers of these territories with Italian East
Africa. In British Somaliland, the most exposed of our posses-
sions, Colonel Chator's original garrison of two battalions, was
raised to four only in July, a few weeks before an Italian force of
two divisions crossed the frontier. The inaction of the French
garrison of French Somaliland, on co-operation with which our
initial scheme of defence had been based, uncovered our northern
flank and though a series of delaying actions in the passes of the
mountain range covering the approaches to the port of Berbera
took considerable toll of the enemy, General Godwin-Austen,
who arrived to take over command in the middle of the battle,
decided on evacuation. The force was got safely away by August 18,
and British Somaliland passed for'a few months into the hands of
the Italians. For this, their only military success of the war, they
paid a price of some 2,000 casualties as against our 260.
It was not* till mid-September that Marshal Graziani's army in
Cyrenaica commenced a ponderous and cautious advance into the
Western Desert of Egypt, where after a week it came to a standstill
about Sidi Barrani, eighty miles west of Mersa Matruh; here it
began to build a series of formidable, but ill-sited, perimeter camps
and settled down in them for a long halt of three months. During
both its advance and its halt it was worried and harassed inces-
santly by our mobile covering troops.
In view of this prolonged enemy inactivity, General Wavell